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Probation  Officers  for  Children, 

The  Judiciary  Committee  of  the  legislature  has  reported  a  bill 
to  provide  the  courts  with  special  probation  officers  for  the  care 
of  children  in  their  custody.  The  law  of  1906  established  new 
methods  of  dealing  with  juvenile  offenders.  The  character  of  the 
child  (rather  than  a  single  act)  was  made  the  basis  of  judicial 
action,  and  the  purpose  was  to  secure  reformation,  and  not  mere 
punishment.  It  had  been  found  that  to  impose  a  penalty  accom¬ 
plished  little.  Unless  the  influences  under  which  he  became  an 
offender  could  be  changed  or  counteracted,  he  would  not  leave  his 
evil  courses. 

If  his  experience  in  court  is  to  be  of  value  to  him,  it  must  be 
followed  by  a  treatment  which  will  make  a  right  impression  upon 
him.  He  must  realize  that  probation  is  not  mere  leniency ;  that 
his  probation  period  is  a  testing  time  in  which  he  must  prove  that 
he  does  not  need  severe  treatment  —  that  he  is  fit  to  remain  at 
liberty. 

To  allow  him  to  go  at  large  on  condition  that  he  report  once  a 
week  is  almost  useless.  It  imposes  little  restraint  upon  him,  or 
upon  his  companions.  There  must  be  careful  supervision, 
so  that  the  court  may  know  all  about  his  conduct,  at  home 
and  in  school ;  his  associations,  —  everything  in  his  life.  The 
supervision  must  be  friendly,  helpful  and  inspiring;  not  merely 
restraining.  In  many  cases  it  must  touch  the  home  life  and  try 
to  remove  the  causes  of  delinquency.  It  must  continue,  not  for  a 
few  weeks,  but  in  many  cases  for  months,  until  it  is  certain  that 
it  is  not  needed  longer. 

The  promoters  of  the  legislation  of  1906  asked  that  provision 
be  made  for  this  kind  of  supervision  —  that  the  courts  be  author¬ 
ized  to  appoint  special  probation  officers  for  children,  and  to 
utilize  volunteer  friendly  visitors.  That  authority  was  withheld, 
and  the  courts  have  been  compelled  to  rely  upon  the  probation 
officers  already  in  service.  Many  of  these  were  overloaded  with 
work  for  adults.  There  were  twenty-eight  courts  which  had 
more  than  1,000  new  cases  each  last  year,  mostly  of  adults, — 


1 


sixteen  of  them  having  more  than  2,000  cases  each;  some  of 
them  from  4,000  to  6,000.  As  a  rule  the  courts  which  have  the 
largest  number  of  adults  have,  also,  the  largest  number  of 
children. 

It  is  impossible  for  a  probation  officer  in  these  large  courts  to 
give  to  the  cases  of  children  the  time  and  attention  they  need.  It 
is  also  to  be  said  that  most  of  the  probation  officers  have  been 
selected  mainly  for  their  qualifications  for  dealing  with  adults. 
When  they  were  appointed  the  new  method  of  dealing  with  de¬ 
linquent  children  had  not  been  devised.  Though  the  probation 
officer  is  the  center  of  the  new  system,  he  was  not  selected  because 
of  special  fitness  for  this  part  of  the  work. 

There  is  but  one  way  in  which  the  cases  of  delinquent  chil¬ 
dren  can  receive  the  care  which  they  need,  viz.,  by  the  appoint¬ 
ment  of  probation  officers  for  the  special  work.  The  investiga¬ 
tion  of  the  case  of  a  child  may  require  hours  —  much  more  time 
than  the  regular  probation  officer  can  give.  The  supervision  of  a 
juvenile  probationer  requires  special  qualifications.  It  must  be 
performed  by  one  who  knows  children  and  how  to  deal  with 
them ;  one  who  is  influential  with  them.  It  requires  time  —  far 
more  than  can  be  given  by  a  busy  probation  officer  whose  main 
work  is  for  adults. 

Volunteers  are  needed,  also.  The  large  courts  will  have 
scores  of  children  on  probation  at  one  time.  The  probation 
officer  for  children  must  have  the  general  supervision  of  all.  But 
he  (or  she)  can  be  greatly  aided  by  volunteers,  each  of  whom 
will  take  the  oversight  of  a  very  few  cases,  being  responsible  to 
the  probation  officer  and  to  the  court.  The  volunteer  will  be  in 
touch  with  the  child  and  the  home  —  a  friendly  visitor. 

It  is  very  important  that  the  volunteer  probation  officer  be 
selected  and  appointed  by  the  court,  and  that  the  relations  to  the 
court  be  fully  recognized  by  the  volunteer  and  by  the  child. 

The  pending  bill  provides  for  the  appointment  of  both  paid 
and  unpaid  (volunteer)  probation  officers  for  children  for  the 
larger  courts,  and  for  the  appointment  of  unpaid  probation  offi¬ 
cers  and  volunteers  for  the  smaller  courts.  This  system  has  been 
tried  in  many  courts  in  different  parts  of  the  country,  and  always 
with  a  measure  of  success  never  attained  under  the  Massachusetts 
system. 

Special  probation  officers  for  children  have  been  authorized 
for  Worcester  and  Springfield.  Some  other  courts  have  women 


assistant  probation  officers  who  can  be  used  for  work  for  chil¬ 
dren.  The  pending  bill  extends  the  system. 

In  so  far  as  the  results  of  the  legislation  of  1906  have  not 
been  fully  satisfactory,  it  has  been  due  to  the  fact  that  the  courts 
have  not  had  facilities  for  doing  the  work  which  the  law  con¬ 
templated.  Because  of  a  lack  of  time  many  of  the  investigations 
have  been  superficial.  Many  of  the  children  have  gone  from  the 
court  with  the  feeling  that  they  have  been  “  let  off.”  Because  the 
probation  officer  was  too  busy  with  other  work,  probation  has 
involved  very  little  of  restraint  or  of  constructive  work  for  the 
reclamation  of  the  probationer. 

The  bill  is  permissive.  It  gives  assistance  to  courts  which 
feel  that  their  work  for  children  cannot  be  done  with  their  pres¬ 
ent  force.  No  court  will  make  an  appointment  under  it  unless 
it  considers  it  necessary.  Some  of  the  courts  will  be  able  to 
save  the  expense  of  a  salaried  officer  by  utilizing  the  service  of 
trained  volunteers  in  cooperation  with  the  regular  probation 
officer. 

The  interests  of  taxpayers  are  guarded  by  the  provision  that 
salaries  much  be  approved  by  the  county  commissioners  and  that 
no  officer  can  be  appointed  until  the  new  probation  commission 
says  that  it  is  necessary.  New  applications  for  authority  to 
appoint  probation  officers  for  children  will  be  made  to  the  legis¬ 
lature  every  year,  if  this  bill  is  not  passed.  The  commission  is 
more  competent  to  decide  the  question  of  necessity,  and  the  power 
should  be  left  in  its  hands. 

The  expense  will  not  be  large.  The  annual  cost  of  Massachu¬ 
setts  crime,  for  police,  courts,  and  prisons,  is  more  than  $5,500,000. 
The  state  cannot  afford  to  be  niggardly  in  expenditures  upon  the 
child  at  the  critical  time  when  he  is  brought  into  court.  It  is 
economy  to  spend  all  that  is  necessary  for  definite  work  to  pre¬ 
vent  him  from  becoming  a  permanent  criminal. 

The  Massachusetts  Prison  Association. 

J.  G.  THORP, 

President. 

W.  F.  SPALDING, 

Secretary. 

56  Pemberton  Square,  Boston, 

May,  1908. 


(House  Bill  No.  1627.) 


An  Act  to  authorize  the  Appointment  by  Certain  Courts  of 
Probation  Officers  for  Children. 

Section  i.  —  The  justice  of  each  police,  district  and  munici¬ 
pal  court  included  in  classes  B.  C.  D.  E.  and  F.,  as  such  classes 
are  defined  by  chapter  four  hundred  and  fifty-three  of  the  acts  of 
the  year  nineteen  hundred  and  four  and  acts  in  amendment  there¬ 
of,  if  not  now  authorized  to  appoint  a  probation  officer  for  way¬ 
ward  and  delinquent  children,  may  appoint  such  officer,  who  shall 
hold  office  during  the  pleasure  of  the  court  which  makes  the 
appointment,  and  shall  receive  from  the  county  such  salary  as 
the  court,  with  the  approval  of  the  county  commissioners,  shall 
fix.  The  justice  of  each  police,  district  and  municipal  court  not 
included  in  such  classes,  excepting  the  municipal  court  of  the  city 
of  Boston,  may  appoint  such  an  officer  who  shall  serve  without 
compensation.  Salaried  probation  officers  so  appointed  shall 
have,  and  by  direction  of  the  court  unpaid  officers  may  have,  in 
cases  of  such  children  and  of  juvenile  offenders,  the  power  and 
authority  of  probation  officers.  Provided  no  such  officer  shall 
be  appointed  until  the  commission  on  probation  established  by 
chapter  four  hundred  and  sixty-five  of  the  acts  of  the  present 
year  shall  approve  the  necessity  of  such  an  officer. 

Section  2.  —  The  justice  of  each  such  police,  district  and 
municipal  court  may  appoint  one  or  more  deputy  probation  offi¬ 
cers  without  compensation.  They  shall  assist  probation  officers 
for  wayward  and  delinquent  children  in  such  ways  as  the  court 
shall  direct. 

Section  3.  —  This  act  shall  take  effect  upon  its  passage. 


